Andragogy in Action: Applying Modern Principles of Adult Learning by Carney, Tom
Knowles, Malcolm S. and Associates. Andragogy in Action: Applying 
Modern Principles of Adult Learning. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 
1985; pp. xvi & 444. 
Reviewd by: Tom Carney, Department of Communication Studies, 
University of Windsor. 
After an introduction setting out the current status of andragogy 
as "the art and science of helping adults learn", the bulk of the book 
is devoted to accounts of applying andragogy (in: business, industry 
and government; colleges and universities [the latter being the slowest 
to exploit the potential of andragogy among the institutions report- 
ing]; the professions; continuing education in the health professions; 
religious education; elementary and secondary education, and remedial 
education). A survey of the effectiveness of andragogy in a variety of 
settings, along with references and an index, concludes the book. 
The years since Cyril Houle's The Inquiring Mind (1961) -- an in- 
vestigation of how continuing learners actually learn -- have accumu- 
lated more knowledge about adults as learners than all the years that 
went before. This book reports on nearly two decades of experimenta- 
tion with andragogy, the method that has been developed to facilitate 
self-directed adult learning. 
Findings are as follows: 
Andragogy is not culture-bound: it has been used in Africa, North 
and South America, Australia and Europe. Nor is it content-bound: 
applications abound from the hard sciences right through to Arts. It 
can be applied whole or in part, though some elements -- climate set- 
ting, self-directed learning, experiential learning, process design, 
peer helping, self-diagnosis and self-evaluation -- have tended to be 
more widely applied than others. 
I 
Realization has come of the need to wean adults off the "dependen- 
cy on teaching for learning" institutionally induced by the traditional 
pedagogical teaching process. Recognition has come, too, that most 
teachers still do not know how adults learn, and that policies in most 
educational institutions are inhospitable to the philosophy and process 
of andragogy . 
Pedagogy is now seen as having a place within andragogy (situa- 
tions involving complete novices sometimes require it in early learning 
stages). But, if the two approaches are no longer seen as opposed, the 
distinctions between them in underlying assumptions (see pages 8 - 9 
and 9 - 12) and in their foci (content planning in pedagogy versus 
process design [particularly where the learning contract is involved] 
in andragogy -- pages 13 - 18) have come to be much more clearly evi- 
dent. Some major questions are also becoming clear: 
1. Is it useful to distinguish between the learning needs 
of adults and those of children (and, if so, are the 
differences dichotomous or continuous), and between 
theories of learning and theories of teaching? 
2. How can we best develop a framework for studying adult 
education that will facilitate generation of research- 
able questions to advance knowledge in this field? (To 
date, andragogy's greatest impact has been on educa- 
tional practice .) 
The chapter ( 3 )  on applications of andragogy in colleges and 
universities repays reading. For this reviewer, two of the eleven 
selections (1  and 5 ) were particularly thought-provoking . Section One 
provides an account of a (six months!) program that moves dependent 
learners (persons with a c o X m e r l s  orientation to learning as "some- 
thing out there" -- a program delivered by experts, resulting in a job- 
getting certificate) to become, in three stages, persons who interna- 
lize the learning process as their own prized responsibility: 
1. Initially, they come to see that learning is something 
they generate from within, and that learning is a major 
goal in life. In so doing, they come to focus, via 
self -assessment, on how (as well as what), they learn, 
and to realize that TG learning process is changing 
them. 
2. Next, they are helped to take control of their learn- 
ing, transferring an ability they have developed (e.g. 
assessing performance) to a variety of -different learn- 
ing situations, via learning contracts. 
3. Finally, they are helped to direct their own learning, 
by having to integrate and use their new-found abili- 
ties with initiative in a non-academic setting -- a 
large-scale simulation of problems within an organiza- 
tion, evaluating the results. (They go on to intern- 
ships to consolidate this development of a sense of 
self-direction .) 
TABLE ONE 
THE TW 
PEDAGOGICAL 
1. Learner is de~endent on 
teacher, whddecides 
what should be learned, 
how & when; and wheth- 
er it's been leamed. 
2. The experience of the 
teacher, textbook writer d 
AV constructor is what 
counts (the student's 
experience doesn't mattel 
his identity comes not 
from experience but from 
external sources: he's the 
son of X; lives at Y, goes 
to school at Z). So the 
backbone of pedagogy is 
transmission techniques. 
3. Student readiness to learn 
is mostly a matter of age 
as he moves through the 
cumculum. 
4. Orientation to learning is 
subject-centred: acquisit- 
ion of content, organized 
in terms of cuniculum. 
5. Motivation to learn is 
through external pressur- 
es: parents, teachers, corn 
~etition for erades & fear 
bf failure. - 
BASIC FORMAT: A 
CONTENT PLAN 
1. Students are isolated learn 
ers in comwtition for 
grades, an.atomized mass 
before the authorih, of th~ 
instructor. 
2. It's the instructor's respon- 
sibility to cover all the co 
tent the student needs to 
cover the curriculum. 
3. &organize it in SOminub 
chunks, 3 per week, 13 
weeks a term etc. 
4. The learning sequence is 
determined by the logic c 
the subject matter, not thc 
readiness of the learners. 
5. The most effective means 
of transmission are lectur 
es, AV presentations & 
assigned readings (or 
demonstration &drill, if 
skills are involved). 
MODELS OF THE LEARNING PROCESS 
ANDRAGOGlCAL 
1. Learner is self-directing, but conditioned by schooling to depend- 
ency on teachers for learning, so she has to be re-oriented. 
2. Adults are the richest sources of experience for one another: 
there's great variety of experience among 30+ year olds (as there 
isn't among 5-year olds). But they can be locked into routinized 
wltys of thkkiig, so may need help In becoming more open 
minded. An adult'$ ~dent~ty is her experience, what she has donc. 
So to devalue this experience is to divalue the adult as a person. 
3. Readiness to learn is de~endent on need to know or do something 
to meet some critical dfvelopmental life task more effectively. 
4. Orientation to learninr! IS uroblem-centred: so learning experiences 
- .  
have to be organited;ou;d critical life expenences. 
5. The most cowcrful motivators are internal: a better aual~h, of life: 
kcognitidn; self-esteem; self-confidence, self-actudizati6n. 
BASIC FORMAT: PROCESS DESIGN 
1. The instructor is a facilitator or resource person. But there are 
many other resource persons to call upon: the learner's peers: 
swciallsts in the community: media or computerircd re\ourccr: 
field experiences, etc. - 
2. Climate setting is crucial. The physical setting is important (and 
the typical classroom, with chairs in rows & a lecture podium up 
front, is singularly unsuited for learning). Learners should face 
one another, or sit in groups round tables. Far more important, 
however, is the psychological setting, especially in regard to the 
following: 
Mutual respect between the facilitator & learners. 
. Collaboraoon (rather than competitive rivalry) among learners. 
Trust of all involved. 
Supponiveness: learners are treated with unqualified personal 
regird & organized into support groups. 
Openness & authenticity are modelled by the facilitator, toenable 
l&ers to risk hying out new behaviouIs. 
Leaning is designed to be an adventure, laced with the excitement 
of discovery. 
Humaneness & a caring social afmosphere are vitally important. 
3. Learner involvement is crucial: 
Learners are committed to the ulan to the extent that they've 
participated in the planning. ' 
Learners have to help diagnose their own learning needs. Some 
kind of model of socially & organizationally needed corn tencies 
is reauired. for them to be able to soot gaps thev need to i%. 
hank should partic~pate in form;lating'their own learning 
objectives; this 1s best done through helping them produce 
learning contracts. 
Learners must participate in the design of lesson plans, if their 
leaming objectives, learning styles and problem-solving styles are 
to be accommodated. 
- Leamers have to be helred to c a m  out their learning plans as per 
-. 
their contracts. 
Self-direction requires participation in evaluation of one's work 
(and a major shift to qualitative methods of evaluation is in train, 
to make ti& more feasible). 
Section five explores, with great candour and in a singularly un- 
pretentious manner, the potential of the growth contract (a variant of 
the learning contract) for developing faculty. Prominent among the 
aims of this contracting was the aim of encouraging faculty experimen- 
tation and innovation in a situation of low faculty turnover among an 
aging, fully-tenured professoriate. 
Other sections discuss, inter alia, helping adults re-enter col- 
lege; running an external degree program; in-service development for 
faculty, and delivering distance education. There are also some excel- 
lent programs discussed in the chapter (4) on education for the profes- 
sions, which starts with the deservedly famous McMaster medical program 
-- one for which the faculty independently invented andragogy. 
Adult education looks like being the growth phenomenon of the 
future for universities. Our population is aging: in 1980, for the 
first time this century, the fifteen to twenty-nine year olds replaced 
the under fifteens as the most populous age cohort. And this most 
populous cohort will continue to age as the century goes on. Also, we 
are now involved in a learning society, driven by a knowledge explo- 
sion, which requires continuing learning for our workforce, probably 
with delivery of learning services off-site, via interactive electronic 
means, as a mode that will come to be preferred. Under the circum- 
stances, this book's subject matter is well worth an academic's atten- 
tion. 
